Elizabeth Randolph: Education History-maker in Charlotte
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Elizabeth Garland Schmoke Randolph was a trailblazing women in top leadership at
Charlotte Mecklenburg Schools during the 1950s — 1970s. After two decades as a classroom
teacher, she moved into administration as principal at University Park Elementary in 1958. When
the U.S. government began offering incentives for school systems to launch kindergarten classes
in the 1960s, she led the effort that made kindergarten part of all CMS elementary schools. She
went on to head CMS’s implementation of the federal Title I program, aiding high-poverty
schools. In the 1970s, she was tapped to co-lead the district, part of a four-person team that
functioned as Superintendent of Schools during implementation of busing for racial balance. She
was celebrated as WBT Woman of the Year — the city’s highest honor. The main building of the
Charlotte Mecklenburg Schools administrative campus is named in her memory.
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Elizabeth “Libby” Schmoke Randolph grew up in a remarkable family. Her father John
Hagan Schmoke saved enough on a carpenter’s wages to raise six children, four of whom went
to college.! In particular, her brother Murray Schmoke “graduated from Morehouse College in
1949 and became a civilian chemist for the U.S. Army at the Edgewood Arsenal and the
Aberdeen Proving Ground,” according to a 1991 story in the Baltimore Sun. Murray’s son Kurt
(Libby’s nephew), the newspaper went on, “was a star quarterback in high school; a Rhodes
Scholar in college; a clean-cut young federal prosecutor who shocked the [Baltimore] political
establishment, first ... with a successful, grass-roots, outsider’s campaign for state’s attorney and
then, with a similar campaign for mayor in 1987.” 2 Kurt Schmoke won election as Baltimore’s
first Black mayor and served twelve years until 1999.

For young Libby, however, the most influential family member was her mother Pearl
Johnson Schmoke. “My mother was a teacher and I was her oldest child,” Randolph later
remembered. “She told me she wanted me to be a teacher, t0o.” In Charlotte historian Mary
Kratt’s book New South Women, Randolph dug deeper into those memories. “All six Schmoke
children grew up knowing they were going to college. She taught out in the county, and when
she came home, we had dinner, then we got out our books and our homework and sat around the
table and studied.”

The family lived in Raleigh, North Carolina, where Shaw University was close at hand.
Shaw ranked among the best Black educational institutions in the South. It had been the first to
achieve university status, in 1873, and was known for pioneering offerings in medicine and law.
In the 1960s, NAACP leader Ella Baker would make the university a training ground for what
became the Student Non-Violent coordinating Committee. Through all of that, Shaw set its main



task as training teachers. Libby enrolled amid the Great Depression of the early 1930s, paying
her tuition in part with money earned playing piano in church.’ In 1936, the national Black
newspaper the Pittsburgh Courier caried a photo of the school’s top senior, solemn-faced in her
cap and gown, with the caption “Miss Elizabeth G. Schmoke graduated magna cum laude,
highest honor student.”® She would later earn a Masters degree from University of Michigan,
taking classes during her summer breaks.

Like her mother, she went out to teach in rural and small-town schools — taking positions
first in the mountains of Rutherford County, then in the village of Wake Forest, then in the small
city of Burlington.” “The entire community looked up to the teacher,” she later recalled. 8 In
1944 the energetic superintendent in Charlotte, Dr. Elmer Garinger, hired her to come to the
state’s largest city.” At West Charlotte High, she quickly became a beloved teacher of English,
also supervising the drama program and Student Council. She went back to school herself as one
of the first Black graduate students in the School of Education at UNC Chapel Hill where she
earned the Advanced Certificate in School Administration in 1958, the gateway credential to
become a principal. 1°

Later that year, Dr. Garinger tapped Randolph to be the founding principal at the new
University Park Elementary School. Today it is hard to grasp the importance that the position of
school principal held in the era of segregation. African Americans ran no public agency nor any
corporate office, so to be a principal in charge of a school’s budget, its physical plant and its
roster of teachers was to be one of Charlotte’s top Black executives.

In 1959 she and husband John took out the permit to build a handsome house at 1616
Patton Avenue in McCrorey Heights.!! The neighborhood, developed by Black college president
Rev. H.L. McCrorey, was home to many of Charlotte’s African American doctors, ministers,
educators and other professionals during the decades after World War II. She and John Daniel
Randolph had wed in 1950 in a ceremony covered in detail by the Pittsburgh Courier. He was an
electrical engineer, then working for Union Trust Company in his hometown of Rochester, New
York.!? He followed his bride to Charlotte, where he organized the maintenance operations at the
huge new Brookhill Village, an apartment complex developed for blue-collar Black families.'?
He passed away in 1963.14

In 1964 U.S. President Lyndon B. Johnson launched the War on Poverty, which aimed to
use government to better the lives of poor Americans, especially in the South. LBJ’s 1965
Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) for the first time sent Federal dollars to local
public schools. Charlotte decided to use some of the money for kindergarten classes, then a rarity
in America. Elizabeth Randolph became the point person for CMS, adding kindergartens first to
low-income schools, then to most Charlotte elementary schools.!> Between 1967 and 1973 the
school system went from having a single kindergarten at Davidson Elementary School to having
41 classes throughout the county. The Charlotte initiative became a model for statewide
implementation of kindergartens across North Carolina during the 1970s.

Being in the CMS central office was, in itself, a milestone, she later recalled to historian
Kratt: “Under segregation, Black persons didn’t even go to the central office unless they were
janitors.”'® Over the years her responsibilities in CMS administration increased. She directed the



Title I program, the new ESEA funding stream that aided low-wealth schools. Later she became
the curriculum chief for the school system. She gained a national reputation, the first Black
woman elected President of the 30,000 member Association for Supervision and Curriculum
Development.!”

During the 1970s, the national Civil Rights spotlight focused on Charlotte, thanks to the
1971 Supreme Court decision in Swann v Mecklenburg Schools. Charlotte implemented an
energetic program of busing to create racial balance in every school. At the height of those
efforts, CMS fired its superintendent and put a four-person team in charge for the 1976 — 1977
school year as it sought a new chief. Elizabeth Randolph was one of the four — the first African
American female in top leadership at CMS. “She was one of those who really spearheaded
integration in the schools.” the Charlotte Observer quoted white principal Bob Davis as saying
years later. “I don’t believe that integration would have been so successful without her.”!8

Outside of work, she gave generously of her time to what would now be called
“community-building.” She was active in Charlotte’s teachers’ association, which connected
educators beyond the classroom — serving as president of the African American branch of the
organization during the early 1950s.!” She took delight in recruiting members to the YWCA. She
served for many years on the Y’s local board, involved initially in the segregated Black branch
named in honor of poet Phyllis Wheatly, and later in the integrated institution.?’ She especially
cherished her involvement in Alpha Kappa Alpha sorority. Sororities and fraternities played a
big role in community life — long after college — for African Americans. “Graduate chapters”
were a way for well-educated adults to connect and work together to create social events and
civic projects. In 1963 for example, as AKA’s local Program Director, she organized seventy-
five of her sorors in a “Mecklenburg County Stay-In-School Committee” which provided
summer educational experiences and one-on-one coaching in study habits to discourage drop-
outs.?! Over the years she held many local and regional offices in the sorority, including Mid-
Atlantic Regional Director and also National Parliamentarian.??

Elizabeth Randolph died in 2004 at age 87 but her legacy lived on. 23 An African
American Album: The Black Experience in Charlotte Mecklenburg, a book of vintage
photographs that she edited for the Charlotte Mecklenburg public library in 1993, continued to
be a much-consulted resource; in 2006 the library updated it as Thriving in the Shadows with
additional content by journalist Fannie Flono.?* In 2017 CMS announced it would name the
main office tower at its new administrative headquarters in Randolph’s honor. > A news article
the same year called attention to the philanthropic fund that Randolph established 1993. Now
known as the African American Community Fund, incorporating bequests from Randolph and
early twentieth century Black entrepreneur Lethia Jones Henderson, it disburses tens of
thousands of dollars annually. Projects include Freedom School Partners, which brings
summertime education opportunities to students at sites across Mecklenburg — work that Ms.
Randolph would surely be personally involved in if she were here today.?®

At Elizabeth Randolph’s death in 2004, the Charlotte Observer wrote an extensive
editorial of appreciation. “Mrs. Randolph life is a sterling example of a life well-lived. Her

impact is broad and deep,” the Observer concluded. “This community is lucky to have reaped the
benefits.” 2’
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Elizabeth Schmoke is at left in this image: “Scenes at Shaw Commencement,” Pittsburgh Courier, June 27,
1936.

The same photograph of her also appeared in the August 1936 edition of the NAACP magazine The Crisis.



10A

THE CHARLOTTE OBSERVER Fri., Aug. 20, 1976

Randolph

Elizabeth  Schmoke Randolph:
Now &
dent; widow: reared and educated
in Raleigh es at 1616 Patton
Ave: educator 40 yvears, all but 8 in
Charlotte-Mecklenbur erved a
administrative as<istant the de-
parime
years; director of Flementary and
De( da |
"6, years; B.S. from Shaw Univer-

sity, M.A
Michigan, advanced certificate

from University o

University o

from the

North Carolina

\
Foster
Jo Graham Foster: Special assis-
to Dr. Rolland Jone ) char
of community relations; native of
Rowesville, S.C.; 61: lives at 1520

Maryland Ave. with hushand James

B. Foster; has a daughter, Mr
Thomas A. McClure of Winston-
nd twin 8-year-old grand

ms; in the Charlotie-Mecklenburg

|

| ce 1946 as teacher, li
and administrator; princi-
West Mecklenburg Hig

School from 1960-1973; seeking re-
election to a third term in House of
Representatives; A.B. from Colum-
bia (S.C.) College.

Interim Supervisory Board: Elizabeth Randolph. Jo Foster, John Phillips, Chris Folk

Phillips
John W. Phillips: Currently zone
sistant dent: native o
Catawba County; 57; lives at 2421
inverness Rd. with wife, the former
Derusha Darden, daughter Nancy,
22, and m Bob, 19; 34
years as assistant superintendent
10 years as

superin

served

hool operations,
assistant superintendent of clemen-
ary education: elementary school
scher, principal and administra-
tor in Winston-Salem schools be-
fore joining Charlotte-Mecklenburg
ystem in 1962; B.A. from Lenoir-
Rhyne College in 1940, M.A. from
George Peabody College in 1949

Observer Photo by JIM WILSON

Folk

Chris E. Folk: Formerly reporting
{irectly to Jones, Folk will continue
his duties as communications serv-
vices officer in the interim team;
his duties as communications ser-
46; he and his wife Mitzi reared
here; live at 3909 Fellsway with 4
children, Chris Jr., 12, Bob, 10,
Mark, 8, Margaret Ann, 4; in public
relations for the school system
since 1973, assistant to the super-
intendent 9 years; taught English
and journalism 3 years at his alma
mater. Central High School; B.A
Duke University 1952, masters of
education University of Texas,
PhD in education Teachers Col-
lege, Coluumbia University.

A four-person team jointly took on the role of Superintendent of Schools for Charlotte at the height of busing
for racial balance. Elizabeth Randolph is shown at left. Charlotte Observer, August 20, 1976.
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Elizabeth Schmoke Randolph

Mrs. Randolph, 87, of Charlotte,
NC departed this life on Saturday,
December 4, 2004 at Asbury Care
Center. Memorial Service will be
held on Saturday, December 18,
2004, 12 Noon at First Baptist
Church-West, Dr. Ricky A. Woods,
pastor, officiating.

Organizational Memorial Ser-
vices will begin at 11:15 AM and are
open to the public.

Mrs. Randolph had a distin-
guished career in the Charlotte-
Mecklenburg Schools. Known for
her integrity an d visionary leader-
ship, she achieved eminence as an
educator who raised the level of
student achievement and staff de-
velopment. She came to Charlotte
in 1944 as a public school teacher
and retired almost forty years later,
in 1982, as Associate Superinten-
dent for the Charlotte-Mecklen-
burg School System.

She endeared herself to a genera-
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Elizabeth Schmoke Randolph,” obituary in the Charlotte Observer, December 15, 2004.
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A life well-lived

Educator Libby Randolph set bar high for civic service

Twenty-five years ago when Elizabeth
Schmoke Randolph was named Woman of the
Year in Charlotte, one admirer summed her life up
this way: “Her achievements provide an example
not only for the black community and for women,
but for all people.” The 87-year-old “Libby” Ran-
dolph died Dec. 4, but her legacy lives on in the
stellar example of civic service she set during and
after her four decades as an educator.

These days, many in Charlotte may not recog-
nize her name. After all, Mrs. Randolph retired
from the Charlotte-Mecklenburg school system as
an associate superintendent more than 22 years
ago. When she died, she was living at the Asbury
Care Center.

But the long-time educator left her mark in in-
numerable ways on Charlotte, this region and the
state - most profoundly, and not surprisingly, in
education. Her 46 years as an educator - 38 with
CMS - spanned both segregated and desegregated
public schooling, and she is credited with helping
CMS through the rocky transition. Colleagues and
others have said they don't believe school deseg-
regation would have been successful without her
and that she was instrumental in assuring blacks
that it would work.

But her contributions to education did not be-
gin or end with school desegregation. As coordi-
nator of CMS' Title I program, she helped develop
a kindergarten program that became the model
for the state's program that began in 1970. She was
part of the statewide task force that lobbied the
legislature for state-supported kindergarten. Ad-
ditionally, she was part of a four-person interim
management team that ran CMS for year while
the system sought & new superintendent. That su-
perintendent, Jay Robinson, named her associate
superintendent for curriculum and development
in 1978.

Mrs. Randolph gained a national reputation for

FILE PHOTO
Elizabeth Randolph sits in her den filled with
plaques and awards recognizing her work.

her knowledge of curriculum issues and was the
first North Carolinian to be president of the na-
tional Association for Supervision and Curricu-
lum Development.

When she retired from CMS in 1982, she said
she would still remain involved in the civic life of
this community. She was true to her word. She
served on numerous boards and committees, and

supported causes ranging from expanding the
public library to pregnancy prevention.

Not surprisingly, Mrs. Randolph received many
honors during her lifetime. But she said her most
gratifying reward has been her students. She
taught English at West Charlotte High for 14 years
and was the first principal at University Park Ele-
mentary. She was a caring, supportive educator
who pushed students to excel. Many of those stu-
dents still gratefully acknowledge her impact on
their lives.

Mrs. Randolph'’s life is a sterling example of a
life well-lived. Her impact is broad and deep. This
community is lucky to have reaped the benefits.
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